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Welcome to Benjamin Banneker: 

His Time and Place This exhibition focuses on Benjamin Banneker, a free Negro, 

who was born in 1731 and raised on a tobacco farm close to 

present-day Ellicott City, MD. (A free Negro, is a man or 

woman who holds a document freeing them from slavery 

written by their former slaveholder.) At the age of 57, he 

taught himself astronomy, using only the borrowed books and instruments 

of a friend and neighbor. The accuracy of his calculations of the rising and 

setting of the sun and moon and position of the stars, eventually led to the 

publication of his work in a series of almanacs. Benjamin Banneker’s contri¬ 

bution was even more remarkable for it occurred at a time when the accom¬ 

plishments of few African-Americans were recognized. 

The exhibition in this gallery looks at his time and place as a testimony to 

the rewards of learning at any age; and how that learning, acquired through 

dedication and hard work, may be shared with others. 



How to Use This Guide 

This is for you to keep. This guide is like an almanac, a book 

filled with useful and fun facts. To record your thoughts as 

you view this exhibit, you can borrow a pencil from the 

Information Desk. This almanac is intended to help you 

enjoy this exhibit. Here’s how to use it: 

1 If you are part of a group, choose one person to be 
the reader. You may want to take turns being the reader. You 
may also use this almanac by yourself. 

2 The reader reads aloud each page. The rest of the 
group interacts with the exhibit by finding the objects in the 
gallery and engaging in the questions and activities. 

3 Some of the activities can be done in the gallery but 
others can be done at home or back to school. 





Benjamin Banneker s Study The year is 1790. Imagine that you have just stepped into the 

study of Benjamin Banneker, noted African-American man of 

science. He has just left the room to stoke the fire in the 

cooking stove in the kitchen. Walk over to the wooden table he 

uses as his desk. Notice how well-worn 

but sturdy it is. As a tobacco farmer, Banneker tends 

his fields during the day. But he spends his evenings 

studying astronomy, the science of the sun, moon, 

and planets. How does he light his study? 

Walk over to the display case. Can you find one of the calculations he made as 

part of his study of astronomy? What does it represent? It takes about 70 

math calculations to figure a lunar eclipse. How long would it take you to 

solve 70 math problems? Remember, calculators were not invented yet in 

1790. Find examples of instruments he would have used. 
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Banneker lives on the family farm with his 

mother, Mary. The closest town is Ellicott 

Lower Mills, where they do their shopping in 

the general store. In this display case, do you 

see records of their purchases at the store? 

en do they shop? What do they buy? 
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Benjamin Banneker: The Farmer 

As you go through the next 4 pages and discover more about the time 

and place of Benjamin Banneker, you may want to find somewhere in the 

gallery to sit down and be comfortable. 

Benjamin Banneker was born on the family farm on November 9, 1731. 

Banneker, his mother, father, and sisters grow their own food and raise 

tobacco to sell at market. Everyone in the family works long hours in the 

fields, seven days a week, especially during the growing and harvest sea¬ 

sons. To guarantee enough food to survive and tobacco to sell, the 

Banneker family must understand the cycles of nature. They need to 

know the days of the last freeze of winter before planting seeds in the 

ground. Or, how much rain may fall during growing season. Or, when 

days begin to get shorter which signal harvest time. 
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Your Time and Place 

For the Banneker family, understanding the cycles of nature was critical to 

their survival. Their livelihood depended on growing their own food and 

raising tobacco to sell. 

Think about how the cycles of nature affect your life? For example, if too much 

snow falls, school is canceled. Write your answers below. 
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The Young Scientist 

Even as a young boy Benjamin showed an 

interest in learning about science. Having 

seen only two time pieces, a sundial and a 

pocket watch, he built a clock. First he 

made drawings of the wheels and gears, 

figuring out the size and number of teeth in the wheels. 

Then he carved the parts from wood, and fit the pieces 

together. And to Banneker’s delight, the clock worked 

and continued to strike until his death in 1806. The 

clock, Benjamin Banneker’s first achievement in science, 

was concerned with a favorite subject, time. 

Your Time and Place: At Home 
What are some of the ways you use to tell the passage of time? You can 

think of time in of terms of seconds, minutes, hours, days, months, and 

years. During the 1700’s, farmers often used a sundial to tell the time. 

A sundial is a simple shadow clock. There was an upright piece which cast 

shadows marking the time of day. Here is how you can make a simple sundial: 

Materials: 

wooden pole 12 small sticks to use as stakes (tree twigs or pencils) 

hammer pieces of colored cardboard 

string small weights like rocks 

markers paint and paint brush are optional 
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1 Decorate the pole and bang it into the ground until it is 
firm. Watch your fingers! Cut a piece of string the same length as 

the pole. Tie one end of the piece of string to the top of the pole. 
Then stake the other end of the string into the ground, a pole’s 

length away. 

Check your watch. At every hour, place a card with the 

time marked on it where the shadow of the string falls. So the 

wind doesn’t move the cards, weight down the corners. 

^ After you have done this all through the day, your sundial 

will be ready for use. On sunny days, you will be able to tell the 
time by looking at the shadows rather than at your watch. 
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The Astronomer 

Later in life Benjamin Banneker became an astronomer. He dis¬ 

covered the science of astronomy because of a fortunate occur¬ 

rence. In 1774, less than a mile from his farm, five brothers 

named Ellicott built a grist mill operation to make flour for the 

region. Soon a small community grew up around the mills 

called Ellicott Lower Mills, present day Ellicott City. One of the brothers, 

George, shared Benjamin Banneker’s interest in science and a friendship 

began. One of George Ellicott’s science interests was astronomy. Around 

1788, Ellicott lent his friend Banneker his books, compass, globes and tele¬ 

scopes. Also, Ellicott gave him the wooden table seen 

here in the gallery, to use as a desk. Banneker, now 58 

years old and living alone on his farm, devoted all of his 

precious leisure time to teaching himself astronomy. 
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Your Time and Place You can become an astronomer. The night sky is full of stars. 

The bright stars form patterns in the sky which change little 

year after year. Over 2,000 years ago, the astronomers of 

ancient Greece saw much the same constellations as we do. 

They gave the constellations the names we use today. They 

named the constellations after objects, people and animals they thought 

the star patterns looked like. 

Try to match the star patterns on this page to their locations inside the 

northern celestial hemisphere on the next page. (Clue: The order the star 

patterns appear on this page roughly correspond to their positions in the 

Hemisphere.) 

Benjamin Banneker would work long days caring for his tobacco fields. 

In the evening, tired from his farm work, he would sit at his desk and by 

candlelight calculate eclipses of the sun and moon. He especially enjoyed 

finding stars in the night sky with the telescope. Banneker’s dedication to 

the study of astronomy did more than stimulate his desire for learning; 

it changed the course of his life. 
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Hercules 

Your Time and Place 

The Northern Celestial Hemisphere 

If you live north of the Equator, you will be able to see all of the constella¬ 

tions of the northern celestial hemisphere at some time during the year. 
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The Almanac 

Return now to the display case. Benjamin Banneker with his natural intelli¬ 

gence quickly mastered the basics of astronomy. Soon Banneker wondered if 

his calculations of the rising and setting of the sun and the moon and weath¬ 

er calculations could be published in an almanac. 

In the display case, you will find copies of the covers of almanacs that 

Banneker had published in the years 1792 and 1795. Study the covers. 

What can you discover? 

Did you notice that Banneker’s last name has different spellings? Where were 

the almanacs sold? Who printed the almanacs? The portrait of Benjamin 

Banneker on the cover of the 1795 almanac is a woodcut. He published 

almanacs between the years 1792 until 1797. 

At this time in American history, almanacs were very popular and useful 

books. Nearly every farmer owned an almanac and depended on the practical 

information it contained to plant, grow, and harvest crops. In an almanac, 

the times of sunrise and sunset were published, important information since 

few farmers owned clocks or watches. Also, history, short stories, national 

events, even recipes filled the pages of almanacs to educate and entertain. 

Publishing an almanac would be an important achievement for Banneker at 

a time when few African-American achievements were recognized. 
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A page from Bannekers 1793 almanac 

This single page from the almanac is full of important information useful to 

any farm family of the time. Let’s take a moment and figure out how to read it. 

Write your answers below. You may check your answers on page 23. 

First, let’s see how this page is like a calendar. What month is it? Where are 

the dates of the month? Where do you find the days of week? A few impor¬ 

tant holidays are noted. Which ones do you recognize? {Clue: the letter s is 

sometimes written like an f). 

Also, this page is like a weather report. What is the weather report for the 

month of February 1793? {Clue: Read the words in italics). 

Now, how is this page like a clock? Where do you find the time for sun 

rises? For sun sets? Pick a day of the month and figure out the length of the 

day based on the sun rise and sun set. 
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The printer helped decide what else to publish in the almanac. The printer 

chose short stories, current events, recipes, or letters to fill the pages. 

You will find in the display case excerpts from letters published in Banneker’s 

almanac. The letters were written between Benjamin Banneker and Thomas 

Jefferson, then Secretary of State. In his letter, Banneker is describing why he 

believes the institution of slavery to be wrong and claims basic equality for 

the African-American race. 

Benjamin Banneker to Thomas Jefferson, 
August 19, 1791 

Quotations from Banneker’s letter: 

‘Sir, I freely and cheerfully acknowledge that I am of the African race, 
... I am not under that state of... inhuman captivity, to which too 
many of my brethren are doomed; but that I have abundantly tasted 
of the fruition of those blessings, which proceed from that free and 
unequaled liberty with which you are favored, .... 

This, Sir, was a time in which you clearly saw into the injustice of a 
state of slavery, ... that you publicly held forth this true and valuable 
doctrine, ... “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are 
created equal, and that they are endowed by their creator with certain 
unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit 
of happiness.” 

Sir, I suppose that your knowledge of the situation of my brethren is 
too extensive to need recital here; neither shall I presume to prescribe 
methods by which they may be relieved, otherwise than by recom¬ 
mending ... as Job proposed ... “put your souls in their souls’ stead,”...’ 
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In which of the excerpts do you think Banneker most powerfully states his 

case? By reading Thomas Jefferson’s reply, how do you think he feels about 

slavery and equality? 

Thomas Jefferson to Benjamin Banneker, 

August 30, 1791 

Quotations from Jefferson’s letter: 

‘Sir, I thank you sincerely for your letter ... and for the Almanac it 
contained. Nobody wishes more than I do to see such proofs as you 
exhibit that nature has given to our black brethren talents equal to 
those of the other colours of men, and that the appearance of a want 
of them is owing only to the degraded condition of their existence 
both in Africa and America. 

...I considered it [the almanac] a document to which your whole colour 
have a right for their justification against the doubts which have been 

entertained of them.’ 



PUBLISH YOUR OWN ALMANAC 

Your Time and Place: At Home 

Almanacs are still published today. Like Banneker’s almanacs, today’s 

almanacs are printed every year. You can find them in bookstores and 

libraries, even supermarkets. 

If you wanted to publish your own almanac, where would you begin? 

First you may want to gather information. Recall the kind of information pub¬ 

lished in Banneker’s almanac. What information would you gather that 

would be both useful and fun for your family and friends? Ask them for sug¬ 

gestions. Write your ideas below. 
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Next, construct your book. 

Take some paper, 8 1/2” x 11” is a good size, 

and fold it in half. For example, if you want 

24 pages, like this almanac, you would fold 

in half 6 pieces of paper. 

Design a 

front cover 

Design a front cover. 

Think about the front covers of Banneker’s 

almanacs for ideas. 

Place your information on the pages. 

You may want to decorate the pages. 

Number each page. 

Bind the book together using string, ribbon, 

or yarn. 

Share your almanac with family and fiends! 

Recall that Banneker’s almanacs were distrib¬ 

uted throughout Pennsylvania, Maryland, 

Virginia, and Delaware. 
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Benjamin Banneker Stamp 

Benjamin Banneker was honored 

in 1980 when his image was 

printed on a Black Heritage series 

postage stamp. On the stamp, 

seen here, a smaller image shows 

him as a surveyor siting the 

District of Columbia in 1791. 



Your Time and Place: At Home 

Design a postage stamp honoring an important African-American. Who is the 

person you have chosen? Why do you think this person is important? Can you 

find a picture of this person to use for your design? What else could you include 

in the design? Use the stamp outline below to create your own stamp. 
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Benjamin Banneker died at his home on October 19, 1806. 
His obituary read: 

“On Sunday the ipth instant, departed this life, at his residence in Baltimore 

County, Mr. Benjamin Banneker, a black man, an immediate descendant of an 

African father. He was well known in his neighborhood for his quiet and peace¬ 

ful demeanor, and among scientific men, an astronomer and mathematician.... 

At his death, he bequeathed all his astronomical and philosophical books and 

papers to a friend. ” 
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Benjamin Banneker Today 

The Banneker-Douglass Museum 

The Banneker-Douglass Museum was dedicated on February 24, 1984, 

under the auspices of the Maryland Commission of African American 

History and Culture. The museum is the state’s official repository of 

materials of African-American History and Culture. Museum collections 

include artifacts and photographs relevant to black life in Maryland, 

African-American life, historical documents and rare books. The museum 

is located in the historical Mt. Moriah AME Church at 84 Franklin Street, 

Annapolis, MD 21401. Phone 410-974-2893. 

The African-American Civil War Memorial Freedom Foundation 

The African-American Civil War Memorial and the accompanying Garnet- 

Patterson Family Heritage and Visitor’s Center are a public-private coopera¬ 

tive project that recognizes the participation of the 185,000 colored soldiers 

and the white officers who commanded them during the Civil war. The 

Center will serve as a major educational and research facility for the over 

7 million descendants of these black and white soldiers. The memorial will 

be located in the historic Shaw neighborhood of northwest Washington, 

DC. Groundbreaking and the official dedication took place on September 

12, 1996. To contact, P.O. Box 73517, Washington, DC 20009. 

Phone 202-667-2667. 
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Benjamin Banneker: His Life and Place 

Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, DC 
February 8 — March 30, 1997 

This exhibition and related materials is 

made possible through a generous grant from 

Friedman, Billings, Ramsey & Co., Inc. 


